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NOTES ON PSALM LXXIV, 4, 5. 

By Bey. F. H. Woods, B. D., 

Theological Lecturer at St. John's College, Oxford, England. 



The difficulty of these verses has been recognized by all commentators ; and it 
is not my intention to discuss the many explanations which have been offered. I 
merely wish to propose a solution of a different kind by what appears a simple and 
well-warranted emendation of the text. If the suggestion has already been made 
by others and rejected, your readers will, I hope, pardon my ignorance. Now it is 
certainly noticeable that the chief difficulties lie in the word JTIJIK closing verse 4, 
and JpTV beginning verse 5. Leave out these words and the whole passage is 
quite intelligible. It runs as follows : " Thy enemies have roared in the midst of 
thy congregations, they have set up their signs (i. e., probably heathen idols). 
As one lifteth axes on high upon a thicket of trees, so now all the carved work 
together with hatchets and hammers do they break down." On the other hand, 
these two words, if read, give us two expressions clumsy, unparalleled, and, in 
spite of all the labor expended upon them, of very doubtful meaning. This is all 
the more remarkable, when we consider that otherwise the style of the psalm is 
vigorous, graphic and lucid. We should not, of course, be justified in rejecting 
these words on the ground already given, were it not that in this case we can trace 
a very probable source of interpolation. In the ninth verse we find these same 
words at the beginning and the end of the verse. The only differences are that 
the first has the additional suffix }y, and the last, according to the Massoretic text, 
is pointed by different vowels. In the Massoretic text also the words, TV2~7tf are 
joined by Merkha to V*lVi an< i this certainly gives a fair sense; but it would 
suit the parallelism and the context better to take yiV absolutely as a synonym 
of N*^J • What the Psalmist complains of is that religious worship and religious 
teaching have been alike suppressed. The words HO""^ may have originally 
preceded TV^'lty 8 s tne beginning of the new sentence of verse 9 ; or are more 
probably an interpolation arising out of , J"|0"-|}?, a cause of interpolation so fre- 
quent in all languages that it is not necessary to quote parallelisms. Such an inter- 
polation would have been favored by the ambiguity of construction very similar to 
what we meet in verse 4, where the words *H^10 3"lp3 ma y be taken either with 
the first or the second clause of the verse. Those who repeated the psalm, or 
heard it repeated, being very familiar with the sound of J70""l^ immediately 
after V"]V might, not unnaturally, have associated these words in sense and so 
have unconsciously introduced the interpolation. This view seems to have the 
support of the LXX. The final in of verse 9 is, as the parallel in of the first 
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clause shows, not so likely a translation of nO~1^ as °i an 11J7 which naturally 
enough arose out of the ~]ty at the beginning of verse 10. Now, if HO'IP is *•! 
interpolation, or should be taken with *fiQ~"l^ , then the words y]V WHWMS 
inclose the whole of verse 9, and is it not extremely likely that the words jllfiN 
^"1V of verses 4, 5, represent an abbreviation of this verse? There are two 
obvious ways in which these words may have become interpolated in verses 4, 5. 
Either they were originally a marginal gloss, something of the nature of a note, 
intended to illustrate or explain the use of filfiX i or ' ar more probably they 
point to a difference of position in very early MSS.,that is to say, the scribe simply 
wished to point to the fact that in some copy or copies he found this verse standing 
between 4 and 5. The transposition from verse 9 to the end of verse 4 may have 
arisen even unintentionally, the contrast between ODinX an d "UTftHK causing 
their juxtaposition. That verses got sometimes so transposed we have positive 
evidence in Ps. xxxvni. 21, 22, compared with 2 Kgs. xx. 7, 8. But we prob- 
ably have a more remarkable parallel to the supposed transposition in this psalm 
in Ps. xviii. 13, 14, cf . 2 Sam. xxn. 13, 14. Here, if we had the psalm alone we 
should be inclined to suppose that the phrase &# ^CUl 113 was genuine in 
verse 14, and not in verse 13. But a comparison with the LXX. and Samuel 
shows that the reverse was more nearly the case. The true history of the variant 
appears to be as follows. The original reading in verse 13 was probably as in 
Samuel &# ^fti 11)73 11JIJ PUJO • By transposition of letters yijft be- 
came 113)7 , and this latter word gave rise to the two variants V3J? and 1113 
which eventually found their way into the text. Of this origin of V3)7 there can 
be little doubt ; it is possible, however, that *n"fl , as one word, may have orig- 
inally been substituted as a synonym of 113)7\ but this does not affect the main 
contention. In either case we get by conflation the present reading of verse 13 in 
Ps. xviii. supported in this stage by the LXX. version of the psalm. 1 But now 
the last words JJJJf ^ftS) 113 became little intelligible (as a bright sky, not 
" hailstones and coals of fire," would be the natural result of the passing away of 
the clouds), and they were transposed to the end of the next verse, where they 
suited the context better. The present text of the psalm represents the final 
stage of text in which the position found in MSS. before and after the transposi- 
tion is combined. The only difference between this case and Psalm lxxiv. 
is that here the repeated clause, which is very short, appears twice in full ; in the 
latter case it is abbreviated in verses 4 and 5. 



i The LXX. does not read these words in Ps. xviii. 14, in Samuel it agrees with the Hebrew 
text. 



